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editor’s note

To give you an idea of just what kind of love poet was Alan Dugan, his own beloved, loving, fellow-creative wife, the painter and printmaker Judy Shahn (daughter of Ben Shahn), always called him by his last name! It was their way, toiling members of the same union, in marriage as it might have been in the IWW.

Dugan was nothing if not a love poet. And the love he celebrated was romantic too, but more a romantic love of today than of yesteryear, a besieged love, eternal even as it was eternally nearly out of gas: crusty, self-effacing, ruthless.

I met Dugan after the great hurricane of him had subsided somewhat. My friend the poet and librarian Paul Abruzzo had gotten to know Elizabeth McCracken, who was in Dugan’s circle. They brought his poems to me. We managed to get rights to his six earlier books reverted by his previous editor and publisher, added his recent work, and brought out the giant collection Poems Seven: New and Complete Poetry. New and  complete. It really was.

The man I met had survived and recovered from throat cancer, the monster that had stalked him. He now drank nothing stronger than O’Doul’s nonalcoholic beer. Still tall, fierce, but mildly so, chastened by life and by what had been his approach to it, a different man from what he once was when he was a poet and a drinker. Though I cannot really say since I only knew him in his later years and through the poems.

To prepare the over-four-hundred-page manuscript, Alan Dugan and Judy Shahn convened some of their friends for an exuberant typing and proofing party that lasted for several weeks until it all got done, and I can verify that the manuscript arrived clean and proper. It was dedicated “for Judy.” We published Poems Seven  in early October of 2001, just weeks after the Twin Towers fell. It garnered a front-page review by Robert Pinsky in the New York Times Book Review, won that year’s National Book Award for Poetry, and went on in its first hardcover edition to sell almost twenty thousand copies that year, nearly unheard of for a book of poems. Miracle upon miracle.

In the grand ballroom of the Marriott Hotel in midtown Manhattan, we milled about in our tuxes, and it turned out that the committee members that were giving him his second National Book Award that night (he also won for his first collection, published in the Yale Younger Poets series for 1961 exactly forty years before!) hadn’t heard the news yet that Dugan was now a gentler and quieter version of himself, no longer the guy who would famously excoriate committees for giving him the prize instead of someone more deserving in his view. It was suddenly clear they were still scared of old Dugan, and as he stood up and began to make his way to the podium, someone at the microphone said they were going to spare him having to speak, and that was the end of that.

Something else worth mentioning: Alan Dugan carried a small notebook with him wherever he went, revisiting poems he was writing, keeping them going for months, for years, before he decided one was ready. Considering the spontaneity that always characterized the work he did, it is astonishing that at the same time there was also this sense of caring for them across time and with such patience.

As I reread these love poems, I am struck by the power of reconciliation that informs them—to me it says that you can be hot for your wife and also respect her deeply as an artist, that you need not assume kindness in order to be kind, that you may embody a middle-finger attitude towards everyone and everything, as Dugan seemed to do for so long, and still be a romantic poet and an affectionate child at heart.

A special thanks to the poet of Provincetown Keith Althaus, who back in the early aughts sent me some of Dugan’s poems that were not in Poems Seven  or any other collections, two of which I have included here, along with part of an interview he sent that I transcribed and added as the last word in this volume.

Special thanks also to Tynan Kogane, whose editions of love poems by Catullus and Pablo Neruda at New Directions were the catalyst and model for the present volume, which grew from a conversation we had at the Pier 42 public tennis courts in New York City in the summer or fall of 2023.

—dan simon

New York City, March 2025
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argument to love as a person

The cut rhododendron branches

flowered in our sunless flat.

Don’t complain to me, dear,

that I waste your life in poverty:

you and the cuttings prove: Those

that have it in them to be beautiful

flower wherever they are!, although

they are, like everything else, ephemeral.

Freedom is as mortal as tyranny.

(Poems Two, 1963)





poem

A man with a box walked up to a woman with a boy, gave the box

to the boy, said, “Don’t drop it for a change,” and kissed

the woman, sucking up her rosebud from her mud-color. It bloomed.

He said, “Let’s go.” They went, with technicolor haloes of the usual

around them. Why? Because: They come from a star, live by its light,

and burn with it here in the dark outside of the department store.

(Poems Three, 1967)





poem

The tree was wet with the moon’s

red water when two souls

came down from flight outside the air.

They cried at the fall to flesh

among the snapping dogs on land

and the crawfish in the water

by the tree. Their cries condensed and held

as one dove on and one heart hung

from two different branches. The white dove sang

its love of hearts; the heart

wept blood at its danger. The night

turned blue to be the moon’s lungs,

and the red tree its bronchia.

(Poems Three, 1967)
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"Great lyric poetry can begin
not only in celebration or
ecstasy—it can also proceed from
‘G irreverence and exposure, with
o ol rude vocal gestures debunking our
expectations. . . . Catullus wrote
that way, and so does Alan Dugan.”

- —ROBERT PINSKY
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